Epiglottitis at the extremes of age.
Epiglottitis may occur at any age. The typical presentation in the young child and young adult is well known, but the presentation in patients at the extremes of age has not been characterized. At our locale, from 1974 to 1984, 19 children 24 months of age or less and, from 1979 to 1984, 9 adults 50 years of age or greater with epiglottitis were seen in the emergency department. In the infantile group, rapidly progressive interference with swallowing, vocalization, and respiration was encountered in less than half the patients. Symptoms were often prolonged before parents sought attention for their child. No preference was shown for maintenance of the upright position while at rest, as recumbency did not promote stridor or initiate respiratory distress. Respiratory complaints were common and included cough, tachypnea, and retractions. Drooling or retention of pharyngeal secretions was uncommon. The adult population had a history of symptoms that spanned several days. Extreme sore throat, pooling of oral secretions, muffled voice, and elevated temperature were uncommon. Dysphagia and mild respiratory complaints were frequent. Upper airway obstruction did occur. At both extremes of age, exceptions to the classic clinical pattern of epiglottitis occurred with significant frequency. Despite this, diagnosis and management in the emergency department were appropriate in most cases.